







Civil Society, Public Sphere, and Justice 
in the Philosophy of Iris Marion Young
Abstract
Iris Marion Young accepts the concepts of the private and the public, but denies the social 
division between public and private spheres, each with different kinds of institutions, activi­
ties, and human attributes. Young defines “private” as that aspect of a person’s life and 
activity that he or she has a right to exclude others from. The private in this sense is not what 
public institutions exclude, but what the individual chooses to withdraw from public view.
According to Young the public in a democratic society is heterogeneous. “Indeed, in open 
and accessible public spaces and forums, they should expect to encounter and hear from 
those who are different, whose social perspectives, experience, and affiliations are differ­
ent.” An important characteristic of a developed democratic society is a developed civil 
society. Civil society is voluntary associational life that is distinguished from the state and 
economy, and helps with the transfer of private problems to the public agenda. They are 
voluntary, in the sense that they are neither mandated nor run by state institutions, but 
spring from the everyday lives and activities of the communities of interest. Distinguish­
ing voluntary associational life from economy as well as state helps refine the role of civil 
society in promoting social justice.
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ety.	Although	 there	 are	no	unambiguous	definitions	of	 the	 aforesaid	 social	
phenomena,	 the	hypothesis	can	be	postulated	 that	public	sphere	 is	a	 social	






























moral	 law,3	 actually	 becomes	 the	 backbone	 of	 the	 universalism	 present	 in	
liberal	 thought.4	Together	with	 contract	 theories,	 the	 public	 reason,	which	










ture)	 is	 the	 essential	 part	 of	 the	 public	 sphere,	 but	 unlike	 other	 aspects	 of	















in	terms	of	state	but	the informally mobilized body of nongovernmental dis­
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A	 Contribution	 to	 the	 Critique	 of	 Actu-
ally	Existing	Democracy”,	Social Text	25/26	





















































are	 involved	 in:	 family,	 community,	 religious	 organizations,	 social	 move-
ments,	trade	unions,	ethnic	groups	and	so	on.	When	speaking	about	the	quali-





This	extended	 introduction	contains	 remarks	about	civil	 society	and	public	














On	 the	 other	 hand,	 some	 theoreticians	 disagree	with	 the	 above-mentioned	







2. The politics of difference
In	Marion	Young’s	work	Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the 
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Benhabib	 (ed.), Democracy and Difference. 
Contesting the Boundaries of the Political,	
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ence	 of	 Social	 Justice	 and	 Civil	 Society”,	
Sociological Forum	 12	 (2/1997),	 pp.	 149–










Difference?”,	 Political Theory 30	 (2/2002),	






every	 form	of	denial	of	 the	existence	of	differences,	contributes	 to	 the	op-
pression	and	marginalization	of	different	social	groups.	Social	groups	differ	
among	themselves	by	their	culture,	practices	or	lifestyle.	As	such,	they	do	not	
exist	apart	from	individuals,	but	are	prior	 to	 individuals	 in	society,	and	the	
identity	of	an	individual	is	partly	developed	under	the	influence	of	the	group	
to	which	one	belongs.	Groups	like	these	arise	but	are	never	established,	and	





practices	of	everyday	interaction	and	evaluation,	aesthetic	 judgments,	and	 the	 jokes,	 images,	
and	stereotypes	pervading	the	mass	media.”21









ance	with	 that	 ideal,	 all	moral	 situations	 should	be	 judged	according	 to	 the	
same	rules	and	in	the	same	way	for	all.	In	moral	theory,	the	ideal	of	impartial-















































































See:	Michael	 J.	 Sandel,	 Liberalism and the 
Limits of Justice,	 Cambridge	 University	
Press,	Cambridge	(MA)	2007.
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interactions	as	 they	are	 in	our	 society.	The	Liberal	 requirement	 that	differ-
ences	are	not	important,	actually	approves	the	silence	about	what	people,	at	
the	 level	 of	 practical	 consciousness,	 know	 about	 the	 importance	 of	 differ-
ences	between	groups.	Young	clearly	points	out	that	her	approach	is	directed	


















3. The relationship between the public sphere 
  and civil society in the philosophy of Iris Marion Young
Analysing	the	public	in	her	book	Justice and the Politics of Difference	Iris	
























































society	 puts	 the	 topics	 that	 promote	 communicative	 democracy	 and	 social	
changes	on	the	public	sphere	agenda.

























































public	 sphere	provides	public	 support	and	holds	up	 the	 requirements	 to	be	
politically	resolved	as	soon	as	possible.	There	are	numerous	historical	exam-
ples	of	how	social	movements	of	civil	society	have	actually	led	to	political	
changes	 by	 placing	 a	 problem	 into	 the	 public	 sphere.	The Americans with 















has	 led	 to	 the	fact	 that	housework	 is	not	something	naturally	attributed	 to	
women.
4. The role of civil society and 



















































Christy	 Friend,	 “From	 the	 Contact	 Zone	 to	
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Representing	 Differences”,	 in:	 S.	 Benhabib	


























































































theories	within	 the	 limits	of	formal	and	universal	principles	 that	define	 the	
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theory	 yields	 only	 finite	 constructs	which	 escape	 the	 appearance	 of	 contingency	 usually	 by	
recasting	the	given	as	necessary.”54
If	fair	democratic	decision-making	is	understood	as	a	policy	of	interpreting	

















































































of	 Myself	 as	 a	 Citizen:	 Interview	 with	 Iris	
Marion	Young”,	in:	Ann	Ferguson,	Mechthild	
Nagel	(ed.),	Dancing with Iris: The Philoso­







Civilno društvo, javna sfera i 
pravednost u filozofiji Iris Marion Young
Sažetak
Iris Marion Young prihvaća distinkciju na privatno i javno, ali negira društvenu podjelu na 
javnu i privatnu sferu, svaku s različitim vrstama institucija, aktivnosti i ljudskih osobina. Young 
privatno definira kao aspekt osobnog života i djelovanja iz kojeg, on ili ona, imaju pravo isklju­
čiti druge. Privatno nije ono što javno isključuje, nego ono što osoba sama odluči isključiti iz 
javne sfere. Prema Young, javnost je u demokratskom društvu heterogena. »Doista, u otvorenim 
i pristupačnim javnim mjestima i forumima, za očekivati je da ćemo susresti one koji su dru­
gačiji, čija je društvena perspektiva, iskustvo i sklonost drugačija.« Važno obilježje razvijenog 
demokratskog društva razvijeno je civilno društvo. Civilno društvo odnosi se na dobrovoljna 
udruženja javnog života koji se razlikuje od države i gospodarstva, a koji omogućava prijenos 
problema privatnog života na dnevni red javnosti. Oni dobrovoljno – u smislu da nisu ovlašteni, 
ali ni vođeni od strane državnih institucija – već proizlaze iz svakodnevnog života i aktivnosti 
zajedničkih interesa. Razlikovanje dobrovoljnog udruženja od ekonomije i države omogućava 




Zivilgesellschaft, öffentliche Sphäre und 
Gerechtigkeit in der Philosophie Iris Marion Youngs
Zusammenfassung
Iris Marion Young akzeptiert die Distinktion zwischen privat und öffentlich, verneint jedoch die 
gesellschaftliche Einteilung in öffentliche und private Sphäre mit jeweils unterschiedlichen Ar­
ten von Institutionen, Aktivitäten und menschlichen Eigenschaften. Young definiert „das	Private“ 
als den Aspekt des persönlichen Lebens und Handelns, wobei er oder sie das Recht haben, ande­
re daraus auszuschließen. Privat ist nicht jenes, was das Öffentliche exkludiert, sondern jenes, 
was eine Person selbst von der öffentlichen Sphäre abzusondern beschließt. Young zufolge ist 
die Öffentlichkeit in einer demokratischen Gesellschaft heterogen. „Tatsächlich ist es in offenen 
und zugänglichen öffentlichen Plätzen und Foren zu erwarten, dass wir diejenigen treffen, die 
anders sind, deren soziale Perspektiven, Erfahrungen und Vorlieben unterschiedlich sind.“ Ein 
bedeutendes Merkmal einer entwickelten demokratischen Gesellschaft ist eine ausgebaute Zivil­
gesellschaft. Die Zivilgesellschaft bezieht sich auf freiwillige Vereinigungen des öffentlichen Le­
bens, das sich vom Staat und der Wirtschaft unterscheidet und die Übertragung von Problemen 
des Privatlebens auf die öffentliche Agenda ermöglicht. Sie gehen freiwillig – im Sinne, dass sie 
von staatlichen Institutionen weder bevollmächtigt noch geleitet werden – aus dem alltäglichen 
Leben und den Aktivitäten von gemeinsamen Interessen hervor. Die Unterscheidung zwischen 
einer freiwilligen Vereinigung und Wirtschaft sowie Staat bietet die Gelegenheit, die Rolle der 









La société civile, la sphère publique 
et la justice dans la philosophie d’Iris Marion Young
Résumé
Iris Marion Young accepte la distinction entre le privé et le public, mais refuse une division de 
la société en sphère publique et privée, chaque sphère étant caractérisée par des institutions, 
des activités et des propriétés humaines différentes. Young définit le	privé comme un aspect de 
la vie et de l’activité personnels à partir desquels, il ou elle, a le droit d’exclure les autres. Le 
privé n’est pas ce que le public exclut, mais ce que la personne elle­même décide d’exclure de la 
sphère publique. Selon Young, la sphère publique est hétérogène dans la société démocratique. 
« En effet, au sein des lieux et des forums publics ouverts et accessibles, nous nous attendons à 
rencontrer ceux qui sont différents, qui ont une perspective de la société, une expérience et des 
penchants différents ». La caractéristique importante d’une société démocratique avancée est 
la société civile avancée. La société civile se rapporte à des associations volontaires de la vie 
publique, et se distingue de l’État ou de l’économie, mais permet d’amener les problèmes de la 
vie privé à l’ordre du jour dans la sphère publique. Ces associations émergent spontanément 
– au sens où elles n’ont pas les pleins pouvoirs, et où elles ne sont pas dirigées par des insti­
tutions étatiques – de la vie quotidienne et des activités communes. Distinguer les associations 
volontaires de l’économie et de l’État permet d’expliquer plus clairement le rôle de la société 
civile dans l’acte de promouvoir la justice sociale. 
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